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Abstract: Towards the middle of the twentieth century, a new tradition of women‟s poetry came 
into being in Iran; a tradition of women intensely involved in self-reflection and self-revelation, 
not sheltered or restrained by the anonymity or opacity of a veil; a tradition of women who not 
only revealed themselves but also unveiled men in their writings. The list includes, among others, 
Zand-Dokht Shirazi (1911-1952), Jaleh Esfahani (b.1921), Parvin Dowlatabadi (b.1922), Simin 
Behbahani (1927-2014), Lo‟bat Vala Sheybani (b. 1930) Mahin Sekandari (b. 1940), Forough 
Farrokhzad (1935-1967), and Tahereh Saffarzadeh (b.1936).  With body unveiled and pen in 
hand, they led the reader behind walls and veils to the domain of the private; among them, 
Forough Farrokhzad made uproar in the contemporary Persian poetry and challenged the stony 
slept women and men who had been paralysed in their immobile thoughts.  
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It is important to approach the works of 
women with awareness that many of their attitudes 
and preoccupations reflect and respond to the 
cultural and social realities. The recent generation 
of women writers in Iran, inspired by bravery of 
their female ancestors wrote about hitherto private, 
autobiographical ideas and feelings. They strove to 
reconcile the emotional, sensual, and social aspects 
of a female self. In their works, the authorial voice 
is neither subordinated to stereotypes nor hidden 
according to prescribed rules of psychological and 
social distance. Feelings are not rationalized, 
passions are not diluted, emotions are not flattened, 
details are not evaded, and men are not absent. 
These writings created, to varying degrees, a sense 
of self divorced  from the conventional definition 
of womanhood in Iran, a self that is all the more 
vulnerable in a society where walls and veils have 
been customary and censored communication. 
Women‟s claims to personal rights and 
independence created unprecedented problems in a 
society where the age-old male-centred value, 
especially in the sexual domain, hard remained 
intact. Blurred now was the boundary between 
masculine and feminine realms, and blurred with it 
was any sense of stability. The clear distinction 
between maleness/femaleness, permitted/forbidden, 
purity/pollution, honor/shame had blunted. Women 
became the real challenge to men‟s sense of 
manliness. They called it into question, forced it 
constantly to prove itself, its bearing, its power, its 
control. Actually, the contemporary Iranian women 
writers were projected the whole society‟s doubts 
about itself, about modernity, and about change. 
Subject to their own mixed feelings, women 
also became subjected to mixed signals. Immersed 
in discontinuities, safeguarding many traditional 
ideal, yet fascinated by change, they shuttled back 
and forth between the old and the new. This 
ambivalent state of mind at the crossroads of 
continuity and change-shared by men and women 
alike-is epitomized in the literary life of Forough 
Farrokhzad (1935-1967). Not only is her work the 
locus classicus incompatible aspirations but 
criticism it elicited is fascinating in its 
ambivalence. Whatever the forum, before her death 
or after, the main drift of criticism seems to revolve 
around the sensual-erotic nature of her work. Many 
translated and still translate her search for 
autonomy, growth, and love into predominantly 
sexual terms. They disregard her struggle to change 
her world and her role in it in favour of erotic 
themes in her poems. 
It is true that love themes consistently form 
the core of Farrokhzad‟s poetry, but its treatment is 
not strictly sensuous. It entails a radical reordering 
of values, acknowledges the limitations and failure 
of conventional love to satisfy the poet, and 
appropriates new communicative and personal 
terrain denied women previously. Farrokhzad 
explores the self both within and beyond 
heterosexual love relationships. This neither 
demands nor brings about a denial of her 
passionate relationships with men. On the contrary, 
it expands her loving potential. Indeed, the needs of 
friendship, communication, and growth are as 
satisfied as those of the body in some of her poems. 
Before Farrokhzad, this intellectual reciprocity, this 
commitment to the expansion of relational 
possibilities, was rarely described in modern 
Persian literature. She believed modern Persian 
poetry rarely has known what it is to love truly. In 
it, love is so magnified, so plaintive, and so 
anguished that it does not match the nervous and 
hasty lines of today‟s life. Or else, it is so primitive 
and so full of the pain of celibacy that it 
automatically reminds one of male cats in season 
on sunny roofs. Love is not commemorated as the 
most beautiful and purest feeling of humankind. 
The union and mingling of two bodies, with its 
beauty resembling praise and prayer, it debased to 
the level of a mere primitive necessity. To limit 
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critical analysis of Farrokhzad‟s poetry to an 
exclusive preoccupation with one aspect of love, 
mainly the erotic, is to trivialize or neglect its many 
other merits. One subtle consequence of this 
excessive eroticization has been a dismissal of her 
poetry by some as „sentimental‟, „sensuous‟, and 
hence „unimportant‟.  
Searching for independence yet attached to 
traditional ideals of femininity, Farrokhzad worked 
with conflicts from within and sociocultural 
contradictions from without. She wrote in an 
atmosphere of encouragement and admiration 
mingled with bitter criticism and even contempt. 
Indeed, her poetry has seldom left its Iranian 
readers impartial, evoking either strong attraction 
or intense aversion. Denounced by some for its 
immortality and its advocacy of promiscuity, it has 
been celebrated by others for its distinctively 
female voice that challenges the dominant value 
systems of her culture. Overall, however, a large 
number of avid and enthusiastic readers have 
consistently offered their faithful support to this 
poetry. With numerous reprints, her work has been 
among the most popular in modern Persian 
literature. The enormous appeal of Farrokhzad‟s 
books has baffled critics for several decades now.  
Forough Farrokhzad who had published five 
books of poems, The Captive(1955), The Wall 
(1956), The Rebellion (1958), Another Birth 
(1964), and Let’s Believe in the Beginning of the 
Cold Season (1965) was daring and brave enough 
in subject matter, to express the hidden feelings and 
emotions of the Iranian women  who had been 
suffering a double repression, deprived of many 
civil and even of some fundamental human rights 
in a patriarchal society. 
The whole canon of Farrokhzad‟s poetry can 
be considered, with modifications, as a kind of 
Bildungsroman. Though a genre of novel, and 
though its tradition is almost exclusively associated 
with young male characters, Bildungsroman best 
embodies Farrokhzad‟s emergence from cultural 
conditioning and her struggle to come to self-
realization, warranting its adaptation to her journey 
and to her awakening. Her five books constitute the 
account of an apprenticeship to life, a personal 
history of growth and change. Farrokhzad explores 
and ultimately defies the traditional limits for a 
woman‟s life that seem to make Bildungsroman 
more suited to a male protagonist. For this literary 
genre, even in the West, has been an almost 
exclusively male affair. Goethe‟s Wilhelm Meisters 
Lehrjahre, Flaubert‟s Education Sentimentale, 
Dicken‟s David Copperfield, Joy‟s Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man, are all typical 
apprenticeship novels with sensitive protagonists 
who attempt to acquire a philosophy of life and to 
activate their powers and their potentialities. 
Dorothy Richardson‟s Pilgrimage, Virginia 
Woolf‟s Orlando, and June Arnold‟s Applesauce, 
among a few others, are rare exceptions to this 
general rule. 
Men have found themselves an ever-
changing, dynamic reality. Mobility, in its literal 
and metaphorical sense, has been their prerogative. 
Religion, philosophy, and literature have provided 
them with numerous role models. Women, on the 
other hand, have been assigned traditionally static 
rather than dynamic roles. Farrokhzad rejects this 
immobility. Her poetry is the chronicle of an 
evolving consciousness, the testament of a growing 
awareness. It enriches the heritage of Persian 
poetry with the portrayal of a dynamic woman 
character whose definition of self cannot be 
restricted to relationships or to love plots, a 
character who transcends sex roles by discovering 
and defining herself, freed from preconceived 
suppositions and expectations. 
Farrokhzad also presents the voice of the 
Other in modern Persian literature. By speaking as 
a woman, she literally creates an-other voice. If 
Parvin Etessami

 inscribes women‟s stories in 
public, Farrokhzad goes through the stories to the 
storyteller herself. If Etessami tries to include 
women‟s everyday concerns in poetry, Farrokhzad 
attempts to reconcile the sensuous, emotional, and 
physical dimensions of a female self with her 
literary presentation. If Etessami literally effaces 
men, Farrokhzad uncovers them. Indeed, 
throughout her poetry, she puts herself as well as 
her vision of men into the text and contradicts 
prevailing notions of the feminine and the 
masculine. She is neither silent nor concealed, 
neither chaste nor immobile. She refuses to suffer 
and not complain. She does not endure restrictions 
and prohibitions with fortitude. She does not 
condemn self-gratification. She does not consider it 
improper to talk publically about men. She plays 
out her story, including her relations with men, on 
the literary scene. She laughs and cries in public 
and shares her many pains and pleasures with total 
strangers – her readers. 
From the beginning of her career, Farrokhzad 
refused to evade her feelings. Her poetry reveals 
the problems of a modern Iranian woman with all 
her conflicts, painful oscillations, and 
contradictions. It enriches the world of Persian 
poetry with its depiction of the tension and frequent 
paralysis touching the lives of those women who 
seek self-expression and social options in a culture 
not entirely accustomed to them. It explores the 
vulnerability of a woman who rejects unreflective 
conformity with the past and yet suffers from 
                                           

 Parvin Etessami (1907 – 1941) a prominent 
contemporary Persian poet. She composed poem in 
a rather original way, utilizing some classic styles, 
thoughts, and concepts in a contemporaneous 
fashion. Her poems had social, humanity, learning 
and mystic concepts and no sign of love and 
feminism found in her works. 
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uncertainties about future. Quite simply, it 
embraces the daily reality of the emergent Persian 
woman. 
Farrokhzad‟s poetry is an oasis of the 
conventionally forbidden: textual and sexual. From 
first to last, her poems, in spite of their varying 
content and form, have certain rebelliousness in 
common. They portray an iconoclast making her 
„self‟, not all made and finished by men; an 
uncompromising, unaccommodating sort of 
woman; the kind that would rather break than sway 
with breeze. But it is not only the woman portrayed 
in Farrokhzad‟s poetry who is unconventional. Her 
men, too, break their conventional moulds. They 
are no longer determined or confined by roles 
traditionally assigned to their gender. They are not 
so tightly wrapped in their masculinity as to be 
forced to hide their own needs and desires. No 
other Persian woman has offered a more detailed, 
individualized portrayal of men.  
Virginia Woolf believed that “women have 
served all these centuries as looking glasses 
possessing the magic and delicious power of 
reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural 
size.” 1 Perhaps in the West it is so but not in Iran, 
at least certainly not in Iranian literature. Before 
Farrokhzad‟s poetry, reflections of men, let alone 
„delicious‟ and enlarged ones, barely exist in 
women‟s writing in Iran. Wrapped in their cloaks 
of obscurity or reduced to abstract representations, 
the men whom women have traditionally written 
about lack uniqueness or characterological 
complexity. They are deprived of real emotions or 
expressions of unmanly pleasure or pains. They are 
captives of a cultural canon of masculine image 
and archetype. They are cardboard characters 
lacking depth, replaceable with each other in their 
flatness. They are, in effect, veiled.  
But although Iranian men have traditionally 
been denied a glimpse of themselves in female 
literary looking glasses, mirrors have been in their 
own hands. For several centuries, they had the 
virtual monopoly of literary representation, 
including self-representation. The pulpit, the pen, 
the brush, the chisel, the camera – all were under 
their control. Furthermore, in a sexually segregated 
society, a woman‟s knowledge of men is partial 
and somehow hampered. Although men‟s power 
was partially based on their social visibility, their 
symbolic power derived, it seems, from their 
physical inaccessibility to female representation. 
And although they were burdened by the heavy 
load of their masculinity, they did not encourage 
female representation of themselves; they were 
unwilling to be stripped of their empowering veil 
of masculinity. After all, woman having been 
readily considered the inferior sex, it remained for 
the superior party to tenaciously prove and 
safeguard his superiority. 
Such a cultural scene, with its various forms 
of physical and symbolic barriers between the two 
sexes, does not seem to be a proper place for the 
development of realistic portrayal of men by 
women or for that matter of realistic women by 
men. And indeed few women, and those only 
recently, have opted for breaking the ancestral 
silence. In Farrokhzad‟s poetry, man is stripped of 
this veil of mystery. He is presented in his all-too-
human frailties and contradictions.  
Farrokhzad, like other women, was taught that 
to succumb to the desires of her body is to 
condemn herself to everlasting notoriety in this 
world and to hellfire in the other. Farrokhzad does 
not eventually surrender to fear or shame. She 
breaks through the cultural barrier of experiencing 
and expressing, even if with much awe and 
confusion, feminine lust. Caught between two 
equally imperative and irreconcilable drives – fear 
and feelings of guilt on the one hand and the 
demands of passionate body on the other – she 
chooses less and less to be ruled by the first. Her 
poetic persona indulges in what women were not 
allowed to do or express in public. She also 
subverts the sexual act. It is, for instance, only the 
prerogative of the man to choose his partner and to 
display his desire. He is neither chosen nor can he 
expect much display of sexual enjoyment from a 
woman who knows too well that to show interest in 
a man is improper behaviour.  
Studying the poetry collections of Forough 
Farrokhzad from the beginning to end shows the 
poet‟s gradual developing transition from a mere 
sad complainer of the patriarchal and male-
dominated society to a sympathetic social critic 
who understood her identity and comprehending 
the society, criticizes it fairly. Even the image of 
„man‟ in her poems gradually has been transformed 
from a prisoner in her first collections to a beloved 
in her last collections. Instead of being the voice of 
her individual world, she became conscious of the 
great spirit of humankind. In Farrokhzad‟s first 
collection – The Captive, the speaker throughout 
the poems is a serious, searching, loving woman. 
The poems contain no philosophizing theme or 
full-blown descriptions of nature. The speaker 
reveals a spectrum of moods: anticipation, regret, 
joy, remorse, loneliness, abandon, repentance, 
doubt, and reverie. But the immediate issue is love, 
a woman‟s love for a man that makes the heart 
ache and that can satisfy all needs. Men appear in 
various stances, from proud, possessive, 
uncomprehending, faithless conquers of the body to 
selfless lovers of whom the speaker feels unworthy. 
The domestic settings seem reflective of conflicting 
emotions and doubts Forough Farrokhzad 
experienced as a feminine character – young wife, 
mother, and poet. Her second volume of verse – 
The Wall, seems very Iranian in mood and 
reflective of emotional states natural for an Iranian 
woman in the poet‟s circumstances. In The Captive, 
Farrokhzad depicts her plight as an individual, 
whereas in The Wall she treats her state and sense 
of captivity.  In her third collection – The 
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Rebellion, the poems exhibit significant differences 
from those in the earlier collections. First, in 
several of them Old Testament, Quranic, and 
traditional Persian literary imagery not so evident 
in earlier poems creates a poetic texture new to 
Farrokhzad. Second, the female speaker 
occasionally expresses concerns about her own 
death. Third, the collection as a whole embodies a 
mood and anger reminiscent of Khayyam‟s in 
Edward FitzGerald‟s Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. 
As feminine as the perspectives and as female as 
the content of her later poems were, modernist 
male and female readers in Iran alike have felt that 
the speakers of poems in Another Birth and Let’s 
Believe in the Beginning of the Cold Season – her 
fourth and fifth collections, voice their aspirations, 
joys, sorrows, problems, and dilemmas. In addition, 
in many of her poems, Farrokhzad‟s poetic 
personae no longer seem to represent merely her 
autobiographical self in the expression of feelings 
and views, but rather all Iranians with similar 
feelings. In other words, her feminine personae are 
transformed in these poems into a spokesperson, 
female to be sure, but voicing an anti-patriarchal 
clarion call that knows no gender.  
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